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Buddhist Precept-centered Thought and National Education: 
On Shaku Unshō’s Criticism of Japanism and his Idea of the 




In this article, I focus on the thought of a leading Vinaya-monk of 
the Meiji period, Shaku Unshō (1827-1909), especially on his idea of 
“national education” (kokumin kyōiku). Unshō can be regarded as a 
pioneer in the sense he was one of the first Buddhists to use the term 
“national education,” promoting his own movement in cooperation 
with modern intellectuals such as Sawayanagi Masatarō (1856-1927), 
one of the most influential educators of the time. Unshō’s ideas on 
education — especially those developed in his later years — have this 
far received little scholarly attention, being dismissed in previous 
studies as representative of a stance of absolute submission to 
nationalistic trends. However, as I demonstrate in this article, his 
views on the “Nation” were far more complex than previously depicted, 
as the worldview he developed in the 1890s relied on contrasting 
concepts such as “Japanism” (nihon-shugi) and “Globalism” (sekai-
shugi). Furthermore, by focusing on his use of the term “Imperial Way” 
(kōdō), this article situates Unshō’s thought and activities within the 
traditional Edo-period idea of the “three-teachings” (sankyō, i.e. 
Buddhism, Confucianism, and Shinto). Through these considerations, 
I demonstrate that his Precept-based conception of “edification” 
(kyōka) went through significant reformulations to adjust to the 
changing educational circumstances of the time. 
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